children's books should "talk, not down to them as kiddies, but talk to them clearly and honestly as equals."
from insecticide ads to Children's Books
Geisel's career as a children's book author happened by accident, one of those twists of fate that occasionally change the course of history.
At Dartmouth College, Geisel served as editor-in-chief of the campus humor magazine. After graduating in 1925, he found some success submitting humorous articles and illustrations to different magazines, including Judge, The Saturday Evening Post, Life, Vanity Fair, and Liberty, using his pen name, Dr. Seuss. During the Depression, Geisel made his living drawing ads for General Electric, Standard Oil, NBC and other corporations. He achieved some notoriety for drawing advertisements for Flit, a popular insecticide. His Flit cartoons appeared not only in mass circulation magazines but also in newspapers, subways, and billboards. The slogan Geisel had created for the product-"Quick, Henry, the Flit,"-became a popular catchphrase, and the Flit advertising campaign became one of the most successful in history.
In 1931, an editor at Viking Press called Geisel and offered him a contract to illustrate a book of children's sayings, called Boners. The book sold well, and soon Geisel produced a sequel. Five years later, returning from Europe on a ship in rough waters and gale-force winds, Geisel began reciting words to the chugging rhythm of the ship's engines. He began saying, "And that is a story that no one can beat, and to think that I saw it on Mulberry Street," the name of a major thoroughfare in his hometown of Springfield. When he got back to New York, Geisel began writing and drawing a book that became And to Think that I Saw It on Mulberry Street. Despite his stellar reputation as an advertising illustrator, twenty-nine publishers rejected the book, in part because children's books in verse were out of style. Finally, in 1937, Geisel found a publisher for the book. It earned good reviews, especially for its illustrations, but sold poorly, as did his next several children's books.
Horton Hatches the Egg, published in 1940, was more successful, winning praise for its imaginative rhymes and drawings and its funny story about an elephant and a bird. Horton might have given Geisel the commercial boost he was hoping for, but he was preoccupied by the war in Europe, Hitler's Holocaust against the Jews, and America's need to prepare itself for war.
left-wing Editorial Cartoons
Geisel put his children's books on hold and became an editorial cartoonist for the left-wing New York City daily newspaper PM, and then a war-time writer and illustrator for the U.S. government and the military, helping make propaganda and training films to support the war effort.
PM was a remarkable anomaly in the publishing world. It refused to accept advertising, included sections devoted to unions, women's issues, and civil rights, and was fervently pro-New Deal. The PM staff was filled with radicals, including I.F. Stone, one of the most talented muckraking journalists of the twentieth century. The tabloid paper "was against people who pushed other people around," Geisel explained. "I liked that. (and Hitler booster) Charles Lindbergh and right-wing radio priest Father Charles Coughlin-both of whom were anti-Semites-and Senator Gerald Nye of North Dakota, an isolationist leader.
Geisel was one of the few editorial voices to decry the U.S. military's racial segregation policies. He used his cartoons to challenge racism at home against Jews and blacks, union-busting, and corporate greed, which he thought divided the country and hurt the war effort.
racist wwii-Era Portrayals of Japanese People During World War II, American newspapers were, understandably, filled with editorials and cartoons using caricature, mockery, and sarcasm to depict Japanese and German leaders and people. But Geisel's cartoons reveal that he was swept up by anti-Japanese hysteria that included blatant racism. He drew a series of cartoons that used familiar stereotypes of Japanese citizens and Japanese Americans, many of whom would be sent to internment camps during the war. As Richard Minear noted in his book, Dr. Seuss Goes to War: The World War II Editorial Cartoons of Theodor Seuss Geisel, Geisel's depictions of Hitler are clearly recognizable, drawn with features that give the German dictator a unique look. In contrast, his cartoons of Emperor Hirohito and General Tojo ignore their distinctive attributes and portray them as Japanese stereotypes with pig snouts, buck teeth, thick glasses, and squinted eyes. Even more troubling is a cartoon published on February 13, 1942 , that depicts all Japanese Americans as traitors to the United States. Geisel drew a long line of smiling Japanese Americans, descending down the coast from Washington and Oregon to California, waiting to pick up a package of TNT from a building called "Honorable 5th Column." The caption explains that they are "waiting for the signal from home."
Parables against Bigotry, Despotism, and the red Scare
Progressive themes show up later in many of Geisel's books for young readers. Many Dr. Seuss books are about the misuse of power-by despots, kings, and other rulers, including the sometimes arbitrary authority of parents. In a university lecture in 1947-a decade before the Civil Rights Movement-Geisel urged would-be writers to avoid the racist stereotypes common in children's books. America "preaches equality but doesn't always practice it," he noted.
Geisel's children's books consistently reveal his sympathy with the weak and the powerless and his fury against bullies and despots. His books teach children to think about how to deal with an unfair world. Rather than instruct them, Geisel invites his young readers to consider what they should do when faced with injustice. Geisel believed children could understand these moral questions, but only rarely did he portray them in overtly political terms. Instead, he wrote, "when we have a moral, we try to tell it sideways."
After the war, Geisel occasionally submitted cartoons to publications, such as a 1947 drawing, published in the New Republic, depicting Uncle Sam looking in horror at Americans accusing each other of being communists, a clear statement of Geisel's anger at the nation's right-wing Red Scare hysteria, which soon spiraled into McCarthyism. But Geisel devoted almost all of his post-war career to writing children's books and quickly became a well-known and commercially successful author-thanks in part to the post-war baby boom. He was popular with parents, kids, and critics alike. First came If I Ran the Zoo (1950) iS addiCtion rEaLLy a diSEaSE?/twELvE-StEp HEaLing/dr . SEuSS It features Horton the Elephant, who befriends tiny creatures (the "Whos") whom he can't see, but whom he can hear, thanks to his large ears. Horton rallies his neighbors to protect the endangered Who community. Horton agrees to protect the Whos, observing, in one of Geisel's most famous lines, "even though you can't see or hear them at all, a person's a person, no matter how small." The other animals ridicule Horton for believing in something that they can't see or hear, but he remains loyal to the Whos. Horton urges the Whos to join together to make a big enough sound so that the jungle animals can hear them. That can happen, however, only if Jo-Jo, the "smallest of all" the Whos, speaks out. He has a responsibility to add his voice to save the entire community. Eventually he does so, and the Whos survive.
Some Seuss analysts see the book as a parable about protecting the rights of minorities, urging "big" people to resist bigotry and indifference toward "small" people, and the importance of individuals (particularly "small" ones) speaking out against injustice. A reviewer for the Des Moines Register hailed it as a "rhymed lesson in protection of minorities and their rights." Other observers, however, viewed the residents of Who-ville as representing the Japanese people. Despite Geisel's racism toward the Japanese during the war, depicted in his PM cartoons, he was horrified by the consequences of the atomic bomb dropped on Hiroshima and came to sympathize with the helplessness of the Japanese when he visited the country after the war. In this view-supported by the fact that Geisel dedicated the book to a Japanese friend-Horton represents the U.S. government's effort to rebuild Japan as a democracy. ("I've got to protect them," Horton says. "I'm bigger than they.") Many Americans opposed this effort, preferring revenge or indifference, reflected in the attitude of the other jungle animals in the story.
The Cat in the Hat
Geisel wrote his most famous book, The Cat in the Hat, in response to a challenge. In May 1954, Life magazine published an article about widespread illiteracy among school children, claiming that they were not learning to read because their books were boring. William Spaulding, an editor at Houghton Mifflin, asked Geisel to write a book using the 225 words that, he believed, all first-graders should be able to recognize. Spaulding challenged Geisel to "bring back a book children can't put down."
Within nine months, Geisel produced The Cat in the Hat. The book was an immediate success. It was lauded by educators and sold well. Written a decade before the upheavals of the 1960s, it can be seen as endorsing rebellion against authority. The book became the first in a series of Dr. to the community of people in any given twelve-step program-their "higher power" because it is a constant, loving presence and a source of faith and hope and healing for them. And there is so much humor-dark humor-in the rooms of recovery. People have been through some crazy shit and have lived to tell about it. Meetings are a place where people sit and listen and find respite from the whirling world around them. There is no pretense. There's no work to be done and there's nowhere else to be. There's coffee and sometimes cookies. Nothing is required of you. Not money, not God, not even the cessation of your has not been merely over substance, but over a spiritual affliction. There is a process of spiritual purification and a glamorous aesthetic associated with recovered (white) addicts. For other races, the attitude is simply that they're just doing what they should have been doing all along.
Again, how do we change this? All successful recovery from chemical dependency is the result of a complete reorientation of values and again, alignment. In many ways, contemporary consumer society rails against alignment. Pharmaceutical companies lull us into thinking that there is a drug for every condition. And medicine is complicit in this insidious mirage. Bringing the body back into alignment with itself and entraining the self with the circadian rhythms of the community are ways to recover and even heal the rift between the classes in our culture. Maybe the answer doesn't lie in dispensing with the idea of illness after all, but just in the military metaphors of invasion and civil war. Instead, let's return to the original Old French etymology of desaise from des (without) and aise (ease)-because addiction is never easy, nor is recovery from it. But the idea of bringing the body back into the ease of alignment? Now that is a metaphor we can work with. n drug use. Only the desire to stop using. It is the place where my lifelong sense of alienation, depression, and loneliness was healed. Without my addiction, I don't think I would have healed these wounds. In this way, I am deeply grateful for my downfall.
Ultimately, society will continue to churn out addicts by the millions as long as it churns out false Gods. The corporateowned media do everything they can to make you want what you don't have, and the corporate-controlled government is, at this very moment, destroying the remedies for the diseases created by our consumption-obsessed culture. Twelvestep programs-which offer kindness and communion and strive to help people live lives of integrity, honesty, and service-are quite a radical alternative to societal addiction and greed. Recovery is a parallel universe that more and more people are choosing for themselves. And it is a choice. If you have the desire to stop using, you may want to try it out. Don't let God scare you away. As a famous rabbi once said, "The God you don't believe in doesn't exist!" n wonderful drawings, and imaginative stories and bizarre characters (many based on animals). He also continued to write books for older children. In quick succession, he wrote On Beyond Zebra! (1955) Turtle (1958) . Yertle, king of the pond, stands atop his subjects in order to reach higher than the moon, indifferent to the suffering of those beneath him. In order to be "ruler of all that I see," Yertle stacks up his subjects so he can reach higher and higher. Mack, the turtle at the very bottom of the pile, says: "Your Majesty, please / I don't like to complain / But down here below / We are feeling great pain / I know up on top / You are seeing great sights / But down at the bottom / We, too, should have rights." Yertle just tells Mack to shut up. Frustrated and angry, Mack burps, shaking the carefully piled turtles, and Yertle falls into the mud. His rule ends and the turtles celebrate their freedom.
The story is clearly about Hitler's thirst for power, a topic that inspired some of Geisel's most powerful cartoons during his stint with PM. But Geisel is also saying that ordinary people can overthrow unjust rulers if they understand their own power. The story's final line reflects Geisel's democratic and anti-authoritarian political outlook: "And turtles, of course ... all the turtles are free / As turtles, and maybe, all creatures should be."
The Sneetches (1961) , inspired by the Protestant Geisel's opposition to antiSemitism, exposes the absurdity of racial and religious bigotry. Sneetches are yellow bird-like creatures. Some Sneetches have a green star on their belly. They are 
Environmental Consciousness
The Lorax (1971) appeared as the environmental movement was just emerging, less than a year after the first Earth Day. Geisel later called it "straight propaganda"-a polemic against pollution-but it also contains some of Geisel's most creative made-up words, like "cruffulous croak" and "smogulous smoke." The book opens with a small boy listening to the Once-ler tell the story of how the area was once full of Truffula trees and Bar-ba-loots and was home to the Lorax. But the greedy Once-ler-clearly a symbol of business-cuts down all the trees to make thneeds, which "everyone, everyone, everyone needs." The lakes and the air become polluted, there is no food for the animals, and it becomes an unlivable place. The fuzzy yellow Lorax (who speaks for the trees, "for the trees have no tongues") warns the Once-ler about the devastation he's causing, but his words are ignored.
The Once-ler cares only about making more things and more money. "Businesss is business! / And business must grow," he says. At the end, surveying the devastation he has caused, the Once-ler shows some remorse, telling the boy: "Unless someone like you / cares a whole awful lot / nothing is going to get better / It's not." The book attacks corporate greed and excessive consumerism, themes that remind some readers of How the Grinch Stole Christmas. The Lorax was once banned by a California school district because of its obvious opposition to clear-cutting by the powerful logging industry.
Geisel Takes on the Arms Race
In 1984, Geisel produced The Butter Battle Book, another strong statement about a pending catastrophe, in this case the nuclear arms race between the United States and the Soviet Union, fueled by President Reagan's Cold War rhetoric. "I'm not anti-military," Geisel told a friend at the time, "I'm just anticrazy." It is a parable about the dangers of the political strategy of "mutually assured destruction" brought on by the escalation of nuclear weapons.
In this book, Geisel's satirical gifts are on full display. The cause of the senseless war is a trivial conflict over toast. The battle is between the Yooks and the Zooks, who don't realize that they are more alike than different, because they live on opposite sides of a long wall. The Yooks eat their bread with the butter-side up, while the Zooks eat their bread with the butter-side down. They compete to make bigger and better weapons until both sides invent a destructive bomb (the "Bitsy Big-Boy Boomeroo") that, if used, will kill both sides. Like The Lorax, there is no happy ending or resolution. As the story ends, the generals on both sides of the wall are poised to drop their bombs. It is hard for even the youngest reader to miss Geisel's point.
Like the Passover Seder story, Geisel's point is one that bears retelling again and again, from generation to generation. Thanks to the ongoing popularity of Dr. Seuss books, it will. n
